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ABSTRACT
The Walking Dead:
Rhetorical Manipulations of Death in Early Modern Performance
Chelsea Megan Lee
Department of English, BYU
Master of Arts
Death’s presence on the Renaissance stage, and in Renaissance life, has been noticed and
remarked upon by scholars in the past. The role of death in the early modern period was in flux
due to major changes in religious and social life. During this time, the relationship between the
living and dead was put into question, and the way the culture handled preparing for death began
to change in significant, if subtle, ways. Renaissance drama became a stage for exploring and
confronting the presence of death in life. King Lear and Hamlet remain two of Shakespeare’s
most enduring meditations on death, though the interpretations of the deaths and the meaning
gleaned from the texts varies. My project involves presenting an alternative reading of the deaths
that can only be found when one reads the performances in relation to primary documents of the
time that deal with similar preparations for death. By reading Hamlet in relation to execution
rhetoric and King Lear in relation to will-writing in the early modern period, we can begin to
understand the value of their deaths in accordance with the societies they represent. Ultimately,
Hamlet succeeds in satisfying the demands of an execution and creates a death that serves both
himself and his community. On the other hand, Lear fails to adequately prepare for death and
compose a considerate will, which leaves his kingdom in ruins. Both are monarchs whose bodies
represent the states they leave behind, but only one manages to satisfy a monumentality that
maintains the stability of his kingdom.
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Michael Neill posits that “Renaissance tragic drama, at its core, is about . . . the discovery
of death and the mapping of its meanings” (1). In light of Neill’s assertion, it is easy to see how
at the heart of each tragedy is a determined march towards death or a desperate grasping for
meaning in the face of inevitable expiration. By the end of both Hamlet and King Lear death’s
presence has been thoroughly excavated and corpses form macabre tableaus for their culminating
images. With each movement in the tragedies, the face of death develops into concrete portrayals
of often violent and heart-rending quietus. Understanding the role of death in these plays
represents an interesting challenge for scholars. I argue that by reading these plays through the
lens of early modern documents dealing with similar ruminations on death, we can begin to
understand not only death’s function in the plays themselves, but also how to reconcile textual
discrepancies and create a version of the text that speaks more clearly to the anxieties
surrounding death in relation to the society in which they were written.
If we are to reduce both King Lear and Hamlet to a singular conflict that echoes common
social conflicts, we can view Hamlet as the narrative of the pursuit of justice meant to end in an
execution and King Lear as a drama involving the partitioned inheritance of property before
death’s arrival. Hamlet’s finale represents a pseudo-scaffold, wherein those accused of crimes
meet some semblance of a just end, while King Lear’s entire plot catalyzes around a mismanaged
will and the improper entailment of land. In both plays the titular characters grapple with their
own mortality, and both are driven to madness, in some degree, by their contemplations.
However, Hamlet’s death reads more triumphantly than does Lear’s. Unlike Lear, Hamlet gains a
certain amount of declarative sovereignty over his final end, and by creating an identity that
accepts death, Hamlet gains the authority he was lacking up to that point in the text. In contrast,
Lear’s initial acceptance of death in the divestment of his land is revealed to be false, and
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throughout the play his inability to accept the prospect of death and his changing identity leads to
a continual loss of sovereignty and a final, tragic movement culminating in an uncertain future
for his kingdom. To better understand these plays with respect to contemporary forms of
confronting death, we learn much more when we read them in relation to the early modern
documents they seem to intentionally invoke. Tracking Hamlet’s character through the lens of
early modern accounts of executions, we see that he makes similar rhetorical moves to achieve a
“good death” by the end of the play. Contrarily, when we read King Lear in relation to early
modern will writing, we find that Lear violates recognized conventions of one truly preparing for
death. Knowledge of sixteenth-century wills helps us to unravel scenes of textual uncertainty;
Lear becomes a cautionary tale of a man who did not appropriately prepare a death that would
secure his salvation nor benefit the community, and this, more than any other, is the fatal action
of the play.
Ultimately each of these plays and their mirroring documents represent a culture
concerned with shaping one’s death from before the grave. In a post-Reformation England, the
landscape of death is drastically changing. With the abolition of purgatory, the liminal space
between life and death becomes more absolute, and the relationship between the living and the
dead moves away from one of responsibility to one of remembrance. Without the concept of
purgatory, the responsibility for salvation rests solely on the actions one completes in life, and
therefore an examination of one’s dying moment becomes all the more significant—it is often
one’s last chance to reach for salvation. It is no wonder that during this time of religious revision,
a concern for “dying well” would gain popularity. The Ars Moriendi tradition gained ground in
this period; a genre that seeks “to instruct the Christian in the practical technique of dying ‘well
and surely’—that is, to the glory of God and the salvation of his own soul” (Beaty 2). Preparing
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well for death became a paramount concern for the early modern community, and the good death
became one that pointed to the salvation of the dying, but also served to instruct or repair the
community in the face of the abject rupture that is death. Death is the ultimate social rupture, and
preparations for death are usually aimed at softening the blow of the inevitable confrontation
with the corpse—turning instinctual terror in the face of death into a serviceable action for the
community. In Renaissance understanding, a man’s bid for salvation becomes locked at the
moment of death, therefore the final moments represented by one’s confession on the scaffold or
one’s last actions represented in a will reveal a society grappling with their shifting obligations
towards death.
Hamlet is a criminal by the end of the play, and he faces his execution in the climax.
Following the rhetoric of early modern executions, which blends punitive justice and
performance to create models of death preparation out of the memorialization of criminal death,
Hamlet uses his dying moment to reconcile himself to death and make accommodations for the
continued social order of his community. His body, which symbolizes the monumental body of
the kingdom, is respectfully and honorably born away from the stage, and order, to a degree, is
restored. Lear, on the other hand, transgresses the rhetoric of will-making, though he outwardly
states his desire to prepare for his death in a way that will accommodate his kingdom, the
composition of his speech reveals an essential duplicity in his character’s confrontation with
death—his outward acceptance betrayed by an inward neglect of futurity. Instead of constructing
an end that will maintain order when his inevitable death ruptures the social cohesion of his
kingdom, he instead devises a will based entirely on catering to his present comfort. In the end,
his body, and the body of all his heirs languish on the stage, symbolically representing his failure
to provide a future for the body of his kingdom. While Hamlet manages to accept his death, and
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therefore turn his final moment into a command for remembrance on the part of Horatio and
Fortinbras, Lear fails to prepare himself for his final end, leaving his own and his daughters’
bodies vulnerable and exposed on the stage.
The Execution of Prince Hamlet
Hamlet is an execution narrative; many characters undergo different forms of sentencing,
and each character has a different reaction to the moment when death manifests in their lives.
The finale of the play sets up like a scaffold, and the ensuing confrontations echo the
executioner’s block. We also see many of the impulses displayed by individuals facing the
scaffold in the period to be reflected in the ideals of Hamlet on stage—we must not forget that
leading into the finale Hamlet is a criminal facing different forms of sentencing and punishment
for his slaying of Polonius earlier in the play. Executions in the period were a spectacle, and they
pulled upon the human fascination with death; Hamlet works upon similar fascinations.
Audiences would flock to executions in order to look upon the face of death and feel grateful to
be spared its presence in their own lives. However, by looking at the dying speeches of those
upon the scaffold, we are capable of seeing the genre as one that is both didactic and hopeful.
Therefore it is not just the acknowledgement of death which the public craved, but it was more
about being able to witness that moment where life and death clashed together, and by
witnessing a criminal’s reconciliation with the end, they might learn how to construct a hopeful
and serviceable death of their own. Phoebe S. Spinrad contemplates the possibility that “when
the human mind is faced with the incomprehensible, with chaos or destruction on too vast a scale
to be absorbed, the natural impulse is to make the concept more familiar so that it can be dealt
with; paradoxically, the closer a thing can be brought, the more it can be distanced” (13). With
this possibility in place, a potential perspective on the purpose of public executions was to bring
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death into a concrete form that can be dealt with more readily. The voyeuristic audience
transforms the condemned into a manageable symbol of death and a model for how to approach
their own end.
Hamlet is part of a dramatic genre concerned with representing the philosophical struggle
between the denial and acceptance of death. The moments where death bleeds into life generate
significant rhetorical and oratorical power. Arguably the play’s most enduring image is Hamlet
holding Yorick’s skull1—the essential emblem of the play is quite literally a man comfortable
holding the remains of another’s death in the palm of his hand.2 With this image, instead of
espousing a rhetoric where death must be conquered, the play embraces a tableau where life and
death intermingle. Scholars have explored the imagery of death in this play from many angles,
commonly either seeing the death as a tenet of the revenge tragedy genre, or reading its
contemplations of death through the lens of modern psychology; however, an aspect which has
been underrepresented in the scholarship up to this point is how, theologically, Hamlet’s
consistent contemplations of death reflect the social ideal.3 David Cressy describes that “it was a
commonplace of early modern preaching . . . that people should be . . . ready for death at all
times. Nor should they resist it for, as John Donne reiterated, ‘it is a rebellious thing not to be

1

Roland Mushat Frye calls the image “one of the most famous in the Shakespearean canon” and remarks that “it has
been engraved on the popular minds as the most memorable single image of the melancholy Prince” (15). To read
more about the iconography and history of image, see Frye’s “Ladies, Gentlemen, and Skulls: Hamlet and the
Iconographic Traditions.” Shakespeare Quarterly, vol. 30, no. 1, 1979, pp. 15–28.
2
Theodore Spencer reads the image as symbolic of a culture drawing closer to contemplations of death. He states,
“It is not Hamlet alone who holds the skull. The English Renaissance was becoming contemplative, and its
contemplation was lead more and more, like Hamlet’s, to death” (235).
3
From the psychoanalysis of the motivations for murder by Ernest Jones to the reading of purgatory explored by
Stephen Greenblatt, the topic of death in Hamlet scholarship has endured throughout the years. More recent
investigations involve contemplations of Shakespeare’s afterlife in the work of John S. Garrison. See Jones, Ernest.
A Psycho-analytic Study of Hamlet. The International Psycho-analytic P, 1922; Greenblatt, Stephen. Hamlet in
Purgatory. Princeton UP, 2001; Garrison, John S. Shakespeare & the Afterlife. Oxford UP, 2018.
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content to die’” (381). At his end, and throughout the play, Hamlet seems to be the only
character content to die, or perhaps more accurately, the only character properly prepared to die.
The struggle with death that manifests throughout the play culminates in Hamlet’s dying
moment, creating the image of a man briefly inhabiting identities of both life and death
simultaneously, confirming a somewhat righteous acceptance of death.4 Hamlet himself declares
“I am dead,” its inevitability is accepted, yet Hamlet remains alive long enough to share his final
lines (5.2.312). Hamlet freely pronounces his own death, and he passes on the burden of some
form of continued existence to Horatio. Hamlet, unlike his companions in death in the morbid
finale, is the only character to truly embrace the ontology of a person living in a state of death,
and he uses that knowledge to transition into a more active character. Echoing the scaffold,
Hamlet becomes the dead speaking from before the grave, but by taking action in his dying
moment, he is able to construct a more redeemable and constructive death.
To understand the authoritative transformation Hamlet undergoes, it is useful to turn our
gaze upon another early modern dramatic genre, namely the stage of the public execution. In
many ways, Hamlet’s death echoes the grotesque ritual of the public execution.5 Parallel to
theatrical performances, the social interest in executions gave rise to the genre of “Execution
Narratives,” or accounts published detailing the last words and actions of those upon the
scaffold. By analyzing the impulses of those upon the scaffold, I seek to present a cultural
precedent for the transformation that Hamlet experiences at the end of the play.

4

According to Cressy, in the early modern period, it was a sign of Christian faith to accept death. He explains that a
man who does not fear death, is one of righteous character (381).
5
Ronald Huebert and David McNeil describe early modern public executions as following a “script” which moves
through proscribed “acts” according to the type of execution (130). See “Dying in Earnest: Public Executions and
Their Audiences.” Early Modern Spectatorship: Interpreting English Culture 1500–1780, eds. Ronald Huebert and
David McNeil, McGill-Queen’s UP, 2019.
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Accounts of executions from the early modern period are worthy of textual analysis;
though the theatricality of executions has been addressed in the scholarship,6 treating primary
source accounts of executions as literature has not been explored as extensively. In the realm of
executions-as-literature, the deaths of monarchs usually gain the most scholarly interest. While
these accounts still maintain significance, by broadening the conversation to include less
prestigious narratives, it is possible to elaborate on consistencies apparent in the genre and to
more fully sketch the cultural reflections that emanate from a wider pool. These “True Narrative”
accounts of confessions and executions starkly depict the conflict between personal absolution
and public spectacle, which operates as a useful negative to develop an image of death’s role in
early modern theater. Ultimately, this project challenges some of our views on the way death was
understood in early modern society, an endeavor which in turn allows for new ways of
understanding plays that meditate extensively on death, such as Shakespeare’s Hamlet.
A confrontation with death fuels the genre of Renaissance tragedy; death stalks famous
characters and their iconic lines in many of our favorite plays. However, scholarly work on
executions and the criminal corpse in the works of scholars such as Richard Ward and Elizabeth
T. Hurren spawned my desire to bring the deaths depicted on stage and the deaths executed in
public (both of which are heavily dependent on oratorical performance) into conversation with
one another.7 Both Ward and Hurren contemplate or catalogue modes of execution and the
shifting attitudes toward the convicted. The general consensus is that the early modern period
brought both the spectacle and the spectator to the stage of the scaffold. According to Ward and
6

See Huebert and McNeil, “Public Executions,” and Richard Ward’s A Global History of Execution and the
Criminal Corpse. It would also be remiss of me not to mention Foucault’s influence on the analysis and
interpretation of executions and their spectacle. Foucault’s Discipline and Punish has long informed early modern
studies of executions.
7
Ward, Richard. A Global History of Execution and the Criminal Corpse. Palgrave Macmillan, 2015; Hurren,
Elizabeth T. Dissecting the Criminal Corpse: Staging Post-Execution Punishment in Early Modern England.
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016.
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Hurren, in executions death as entertainment found another arena; however, evaluating the
spectatorship of death on both the stage and the scaffold, reveals an attraction to performative
death that moves beyond pure entertainment. The audience, by pursuing the image of death in
these media, attempts to inoculate themselves to its presence and undergo a transformation where
they can more tangibly grasp the concept of their own mortality and prepare for it accordingly.
The sense of removal inherent in a performance allows an audience to “learn how to die” from a
perceived safe space.
The presence of an audience is a conspicuous feature of early modern execution
narratives. When John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland faces the scaffold in 1553, he begins by
calling upon his spectators: “Good people, all you that be here present to see me dye.” 8 This
opening sentence establishes the image of his execution—he clearly demarcates the presence of
his spectators and his position as orator—and by doing this his scaffold transforms into his stage.
As a jarring introduction to the execution, it operates with no small amount of discomfort, at
least to our modern sensibilities, for he is poking at the image of “good people” wishing to bear
witness to death. This invocation of the audience is one which gets repeated throughout many of
the execution accounts of the time. Sir Gervase Helwys begins by stating, “I see many Faces in
this place which I know right wel, both Lords and Gentlemen whom I have honored, and still
love, with many others of severall dispositions. All you being thus assembled to see me finish
my daies, the number of which is sum’d up [sic].”9 This description of the spectators is more
fleshed out than the one Dudley provides—the resulting audience forms a mass wherein both the
familiar and strange are united, and the undulating, staring crowd unfolds as the last vision of the

8

Cited from The Saying of Iohn late Duke of Northumberlande vppon the scaffold, at the tyme of his execution,
1553. The pages are not numbered.
9
Citations for Helwys’s executions come from The Lieutenant of the Tower His Speech and Repentance, at the Time
of His Death, published in 1615. The pages are not numbered.
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executed. What cannot be ignored from both of these accounts, and many more, is that these
executions were performances—and there was something which compelled people to attend
these performances.
In his brief history of capital punishment in Europe, Richard Ward notes that there was a
marked spike in executions in the early modern period. He also mentions that there was a
noticeable change in the form of executions: “Indeed, the sixteenth century saw extensive
changes in the form of executions, ushering in what David Garland has termed the ‘early
modern’ mode of capital punishment, characterized by elaborate, spectacular executions which
involved multiple forms of violent death—a greater level of cruelty, intensity and display than
ever before” (5). Ronald Huebert and David McNeil have also outlined that executions often
followed a similar script: from the trial, to the procession to the scaffold, to the last words and
execution, to the dismembering of the corpse, to the displaying of the body or body parts (130–
31). Different modes of execution followed different scripts, and though the order of events was
often set, Huebert and McNeil argue that there were certain elements which the people wanted to
experience “in the moment.” This is what gave rise to printing enterprises that produced
execution narratives; these “pamphlets and broadsides (and later newspaper articles) conveyed in
print what only a small percentage of the population had seen live” (131). While these
publications certainly served a juridical purpose, a way to keep a record of the events, the
“spectator sport” setting of the executions and the propagandistic reporting of how they were
carried out suggest strong popular interest in hearing and seeing these soon-to-be-dead
individuals. The question remains, what did they seek from first-hand spectatorship of executions
and what interest persisted enough to prompt publication of the narratives after the fact?
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Were this fascination with executions solely confined to the consideration of criminal
punishment, one might be able to argue that the appeal reigns in seeing justice served in the
community, but another form of societal interest in executions appears in Foxe’s Acts and
Monuments, and revolves around the killing of martyrs. In the second section of his text,
commonly referred to as “The Book of Martyrs,” Foxe includes woodcuts depicting the suffering
of the protestant people under Marian persecutions. Deborah G. Burks describes Foxe’s text as
“consciously theatrical” and “deliberately spectacular” (37). The genre manifests as another
example of death and drama intermingling for public consumption. Cynthia Marshall suggests
that “it was from the beginning a quintessentially popular text, widely read, noted, and
remembered by all sorts of readers. Furthermore, the illustrations in the numerous reprintings
furnished the visual imaginations of sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century minds” (88). A text
that visually depicts the torture and execution of martyrs stands as a formative image of the early
modern imagination. The depiction of the death moment of these martyrs shapes the way society
perceives death, particularly their concept of the “good death.” Angela Ranson elaborates,
“Typically, the achievement of a good death has been associated with martyrdom, for martyrs
exemplified the attitudes and actions of the good death” (37). Dying for a purpose, in this case,
religion, develops into a moment worthy of contemplation. Spectators flocked to these moments
of execution to fulfill some need, which often revolved around identification with the executed
individual. This suggests that instead of coming to the scaffold to watch justice being served, an
audience may have been more interested in watching individuals confront death, worthily, in
their stead.
Similarly, the appeal of executions might rest in the way they serve an image of social
order—the initial social rupture that is the crime becomes negated when the condemned confess
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and recommend their souls to God upon the scaffold. Though the contents of executions vary,
there is a consistent thread where either the executed figure or the author of the narrative
attempts to construct a vision of the condemned as one worthy of death. The acceptance of death
in the confessions points to the possibility (even likelihood) of an ontological transformation
occurring in individuals facing inevitable death. Progressing in his confession, Dudley
characterizes his own death as “odious” and “horrible to the flesh,” but in the next line declares
himself an “awful sinner” who “deserved to die.” Dudley clearly fears death with a type of
natural human revulsion, however, his identity undergoes a transformation here; he characterizes
himself as a sinner, and his confession catalyzes the ontological shift of his impending death.
Once he states that he “deserved to die” his death becomes integrated into his identity. Though
death is forced upon him by the authority of the law, the confession is the moment wherein the
accused is able to shape their relationship with impending death. In a move of antonomasia,
Dudley renames himself a sinner worthy of death, and uses that identity to accept his impending
death. The confession is the moment where the executed individual is able to form either a
resistant or resigned face when confronting inevitable death.
By willfully admitting his sinful identity and submitting it to God, Dudley attempts to
move his soul through repentance and obtain some measure of Christian absolution. Debora
Shuger is correct in stating that religion is “the cultural matrix for explorations of virtually every
topic” at this time (6). Religious upheaval pocks the early modern period; the doctrine of
confession specifically is highly contested in the Reformation. Dudley’s execution, performed in
the final years of the Catholic reign in England, displays an attitude towards confession that
yearns for some hope of salvation after death.10 It resonates poignantly with the philosophy of

10

England is in a somewhat unique situation in relation to the Reformation with the power structure oscillating
vastly between Catholic and Protestant in the mid-sixteenth century. However, looking at the confrontations with
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the Ars Moriendi tradition, the literary movement dedicated to preparing Christian subjects to die
well. The Crafte and Knowledge for to Dye Well (1490), a seminal text of the Ars Moriendi,
advises that any man in peril of death should make every move possible to make peace with God,
and outlines that contrition and confession are essential at the end (Atkinson 14). Though
deathbed (and by extension pre-execution) confessions were generally seen as less efficacious,
Dudley still seizes upon the opportunity of his final speech to make his peace with God,
demonstrating that for him the confession was an essential preparation for any kind of successful
death.
The reporting of the execution of Sir Gervase Helwys adds further to the necessity of
making peace with death before the end. Helwys’s desire to use his dying moment to find a
meaningful resolution to life and to satisfy similar urges in his audience, appears when he
describes the purpose of his speech to his spectators. First, as he addresses his audience, he
acknowledges that they have gathered there for a reason: “Your expectation is to have me say
something to give satisfaction to the world; and I will do it so far as I can.” Helwys seems to be
acknowledging an accepted cultural understanding of the genre of execution; there are
“expectations” from his speech which he must satisfy. This seems to suggest there were expected
conventions for these final speeches on the scaffold, and his speech suggests that the audience
was a more direct motivator for the genre than might initially be expected.
While he generally agrees to attempt to satisfy his audience, he more specifically outlines
his personal motivation, which is “to rip up [his] very heart and to leave nothing there which may
prove any clog to [his] conscience.” Essentially, his final speech is a performance to give
satisfaction to his audience, but perhaps more importantly, it is to help him make peace with God

death, even with the deaths that occurred under Catholic rule, the seeds of the Reformation and its influence on
death practices can be seen mounting, until they eventually become standard in the seventeenth century.
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and his own death. Therefore the motivations for execution confessions were twofold: to prepare
the soul of the condemned and to serve the community at the moment of death. A shift occurs
when he recognizes death and through that recognition makes the appropriate moves to guard his
soul. In this transformation lies a satisfaction beyond the demands of justice. The author who
transcribed and published Helwys’s execution explains in his forward to the reader, that he
publishes the account to “do right” by the deceased, but to also show how he deserves pity and
love, in spite of his foul offence, because of the “Christian end he made.” This points to a
beneficial transformation taking place at the moment of death, and that one’s conduct before the
end has significant weight on the remembrance of the identity of the deceased. It also forms an
image of a community that feels a type of reciprocal responsibility for the identity of the
deceased; if the condemned served the community a model of a “good death,” then they feel
obligated to honor his memory. The death of the individual does not cut them completely away
from the community, and an evaluation of the death moment by someone in the community
becomes a way for that individual’s relationship with the community to persist after death.
Even in accounts where the condemned individuals are treated less charitably, we still
find evidence that authors and spectators found satisfaction in the moment of death. In the year
1635, Henry Goodcole published “The Examination and Confession of Thomas Sherwood, and
Elizabeth Evans.”11 In his account, instead of writing to do right by the dead, Goodcole writes to
spurn the sins of the condemned. His description does not instill kindness nor pity on the part of
the audience, and instead manifests in words of bitterness. He abjures that the condemned
individuals retain any claim to life once they commit their sins: “for although they were living,
yet then dead they were in most foule and abhominable sins, and clamorous crimes.” Goodcole
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Citations taken from Heaven’s Speedie Hue and Cry Sent after Lust and Murther, published in 1635. The pages
are not numbered.
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argues for a type of social rupture that equates to a death occurring at the moment of sin.
Goodcole mentions, before he recounts the final words of Thomas Sherwood, that “there was no
profite at all in his life time to his Countrie, but in his Discoverie and Death, I hope some use,
and good service unto the Countrie may redound.” As a criminal Sherwood violated social order,
but in his execution he is given the chance to give back to his community as an example.
Executions were performed for the public good, and culturally the body of the executed criminal
was sometimes considered to have healing properties. Clare Gittings reasons that to the English
public a type of transformation takes place in the body of an executed criminal. She mentions
that “a reversal seems to have taken place in the popular imagination at the moment of execution,
causing that which had been, while living, harmful and threatening to society, to take on healing
and beneficial powers instead, almost as a form of compensation” (68). Compensation is the
ideal word here, indicating an exchange between the living and the dead. In death, the executed
criminal is able to provide healing to the community from which they depart, and it was often
this view that allowed people to vouch for the Christian burial of the executed.
In general, executions seem to stem from the relationship between the condemned and
their society, and a proper death is one that establishes a reciprocal relationship between the
deceased and their community. There is no doubt that executions are probably the most extreme
form of punitive justice, but there is also something reparative in the way the society interacts
with the genre. The rupture in a community occasioned by a crime becomes ameliorated when
the criminal confesses their crimes and seeks to make peace with God before the end. Even a
criminal could form reparations by facing the scaffold with dignity and creating a model for
facing death in even the most abject circumstances. It is a hopeful and a didactic genre, for if
even the criminal can prepare for death with some degree of righteous deference to God and the
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community, then the common man may follow that example. For the condemned, their execution
becomes a moment of community service. The executions mentioned above, and the attention
given them, are neither isolated cases nor a comprehensive catalogue, yet the images they
provide point to a culture thirsting for a better understanding of the moment when life will
inevitably give way to death.
From this analysis of early modern execution narratives, a few key conventions of the
genre emerge that can help us assess the way similar death scenes contemplate and compose the
moment of death in early modern drama. The first convention of note is the appeal to
performance that runs through many of the early modern executions; there is a marked awareness
of the audience in the way the executed individuals open and address their statements (think of
Dudley’s “good people” or the many faces described by Helwys). The second convention that
emerges from the above accounts, is the necessity to shape the persona of the executed into one
that accepts death and is properly prepared for the inevitable end. The final convention reveals
itself is the responsibility the audience feels towards the dead that manifests in the publication
and further commentary of their death moment.
Executions are unique in that they produce an artificial pause in the face of inevitable
death, and in that manipulated space between sentencing and execution, individuals are able to
prepare for death as an impending reality. The executed individual benefits from having a
scheduled time of death because it solidifies the concept for concrete contemplation. Even in
other situations where death is expected and imminent (such as in the case of terminal illness),
death’s tangibility is not the same as in an execution where the individual knows, and can take
advantage of, all the particulars of their final moments. Perhaps this explains the appeal of the
scaffold, the desire to witness the final breath before death, and in the pause between states,
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refine understanding of both. Hamlet plays with the conventions of executions throughout the
play, particularly the artificial pause before death, and Shakespeare seems to emulate the space
created between sentenced death and physical end in the way he shapes Hamlet’s actions before
he dies.
Hamlet itself is a protracted meditation on death, particularly in Hamlet’s confrontations
with death which echo the vision of the scaffold. Perhaps the most famous meditation on death
within the play takes shape in Hamlet’s lauded “To be or not to be” soliloquy. Hamlet comes to
the conclusion that death is a balm for the ills of life, but it is the inaccessible “after” of death
that causes fear; he mentions that “the dread of something after death” is that which “puzzles the
will and makes us rather bear those ills we have” (3.1.79–82). For Hamlet, life is not the
uncontested good with death as its negative foil, rather life is the miserable familiar and death is
the void of the unknown. Earlier in his speech, Hamlet mentions that it is this unassailable
epistemological barrier that “must give us pause” (3.1.69). The emphasis on pause here is
significant, and the way Shakespeare has the pause occurring in the middle of the line draws our
attention to its point. It is meant to disrupt the flow of our reading, and with the pause Hamlet
invokes a moment of contemplation—it is not rejection, but rather the desire to take a breath in
the face of death.
Up to this point I have been using the 1604 Quarto as my control text, but by considering
the more problematic 1603 Quarto, we can see what is lost in this speech, and how its statements
about death shift dramatically when this concept of pausing before death is removed. There is no
contemplative pause in the 1603 version of the speech; what the pause gives us in the later quarto
is a moment of reflection upon death, but more specifically it calls our attention to a grey area of
contemplation. The idea of death is meant to be arresting, it is meant to stop us, but the pause is
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not a complete rejection of death, instead it is a call to think about what it really means. The
executions discussed above are all operating in a type of pause before death, and Hamlet comes
to embody a similar pause when he is poisoned at the end of the play. In that moment,
Shakespeare manipulates time until it almost stands still for Hamlet, the poison will eventually
assure the cessation of his life, but by pausing and extending his death moment, Hamlet is
imbued with the greatest oratorical power he has had since the ghost’s appearance.
After the death of Polonius, Hamlet becomes an execution narrative, and though Hamlet
is essentially unaware of his sentence, he has been marked for death from the moment he is sent
off to England. What is significant in his narrative, however, is the ways in which Hamlet is
given time to accept death as a part of his identity—a privilege which he specifically denies to
many of his fellow characters. Polonius is killed instantly and has no time to prepare for his
death, Ophelia dies outside of her right mind to contemplate her own end, Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern are sentenced to death without their knowledge, and Hamlet goes so far as to
deprive them of “shriving time,” which makes their preparations for death impossible. The
closest character we see get any time to have a “dying moment” is Laertes. Like Hamlet, he has a
few moments to contemplate his end, exemplified by his lines, “Lo, here I lie, / Never to rise
again” (5.2.293–94). However, Laertes’s dying image is an acknowledgement of the cessation of
life, whereas Hamlet’s “I am dead” constructs an image closer to an acceptance of death as
another state.
Laertes spends his final moments absolving himself and Hamlet of guilt: “Exchange
forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet / Mine and my father’s death come not upon thee, / Nor thine
on me” (5.2.303–5). There is a desperation in these lines as Laertes attempts to force a sense of
absolution from Hamlet, it does not fully read as true forgiveness, and instead manifests as a
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moment of bargaining. This sentiment of bargaining in the moment before death violates the
conventions of accepting death that emerge in the execution narratives. In contrast, the 1603
Quarto version of Laertes’s final words is much simpler: “Hamlet, before I die, here take my
hand / And, withal, my love. I do forgive thee.” This simple phrase of forgiveness actually pulls
more clearly on the execution tradition, where it was customary for the condemned individuals to
forgive their executioners before their death. In this reading of the text, both Laertes and Hamlet
enact the roles of executioner and executed for each other. Looking at this scene in the context of
popular execution narratives suggests that the 1603 Laertes receives a more complete resolution
to his death, since it synchs more cleanly to the final moment of an executed individual, whose
final moment would have similarly been a phrase of forgiveness to the executioner. The earlier
Quarto has its editorial problems but the 1603 edition draws on execution imagery more clearly,
and therefore composes Laertes with a more peaceful reconciliation in the face of death. The
interpretation of Laertes’s death and whether or not Laertes is capable of achieving a satisfying
death changes according to how well he matches the accepted conventions of execution. In the
1603 version he dies with words of forgiveness, in the 1604 version he dies in a moment of
bargaining. Depending on which version of the scene gains precedence in an edition changes
Laertes’s character from one who is desperate to one who is accepting and forgiving in the face
of inevitable death. The editorial choice also demarcates whether or not we can confirm Hamlet
as being the only character capable of achieving a satisfying death in accordance to the
conventions of death preparation in the face of an execution.
In the climax of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the prince watches as three people die from the
same poison which courses through his veins. The specter of death looms over the entire scene,
and Hamlet proceeds through it, and claims a type of sovereignty over his own death. In a telling
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line, he declares to his faithful companion, “I am dead, Horatio” (5.2.307). Of course, it is clear
that he is not dead, lest he would not be able to declare himself so. It is an unusual moment
where the dying individual transitions themselves into a state of death before their body has
succumbed to its presence. Hamlet declares his own death, he accepts it, and he sets himself
apart from the living. By doing this, he is able to complete actions that will further serve his
community. Most importantly, Hamlet gives Fortinbras his “dying voice” (5.2.330); he foresees
the political turmoil that will result from the death of his royal body, and therefore his final
moment is one dedicated to maintaining social order. This moment resonates with the impulses
found in execution accounts, this desire to declare an identity accepting its own expiration, while
also attempting to satisfy the community. Moments before Hamlet declares, “Horatio, I am dead;
Thou livest. Report me and my cause aright” (5.2.312–13). He turns his dying moment into a
story, something to be disseminated and learned from. Horatio adopts the persona of the
execution publishers, those hands that take responsibility for the image of the deceased.
King Lear’s Failed Will
In contrast to Neill’s definition of tragedy noted above, Adam Phillips gives us a different
definition: “Tragedies are stories about people not getting what they want . . . in tragedies people
often discover that their wanting doesn’t work, and as the story unfolds they get less and less of
what they thought they wanted. Indeed, both what they want and how they go about wanting it
wreaks havoc and ultimately destroys the so-called tragic hero” (1). This frustration of desire can
most clearly be applied to The Tragedy of King Lear, a play in which a King and Father’s desire
to luxuriate in the praise and love of his three daughters costs him not only his kingdom, but also
the familial bonds he sought to emphasize. Lear is a deeply frustrated character, but his
frustrations all stem from the way he perverts his preparations for death with a will that only
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speaks to his own mortal comfort. Cressy quotes James Cole’s advice for proper death
preparation in the early modern period: a dying man must “strive to end all quarrels and suits
with his adversaries, to reveal all doubtful things to his friends, and besides to make a plain and
lawful partition of his goods by his last will” (392). From this definition of preparation we can
see that the moment of death should be one dedicated to order and honesty. Cressy continues to
mention that “only those with property to dispose of or minor children to safeguard had the need
to make a will, but the document could also be used to express religious beliefs” (393). This
attitude exposes how, similarly to execution confessions, the intent of the will-making was to
provide some peace to the soul of the dying, but mainly it was meant to function as an aid to
those living who would be left behind.
While not explicitly labelled as such, when Lear divides his kingdom in the first act of
the play, he invokes the image of a formal reading of the will, an important rite or practice in
sixteenth and seventeenth century England; Cressy mentions specifically that nuncupative wills,
or oral wills, were also an element of early modern culture, so even though no official document
is drafted in this scene, it still rings true to the process of will-making. Lear states, “We have this
hour a constant will to publish / Our daughters’ several dowers, that future strife / May be
prevented now” (1.1.42–44). We see in these lines a playing with the word “will,” and his
motivations at this moment seem settled with the ideals of will-making in the sixteenth century,
the primary ideal being a preparation for death through the proper management of affairs and
property when one is still in perfect health. Lear’s expression in this scene, this desire to prevent
future strife through the division of the dowers, seems to perfectly echo a properly considered
will. Lear even seems to embody an appropriate embracing of death at the construction of his
will, when he states that part of his desire to divide his kingdom is so he may “unburdened crawl
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toward death” (1.1.40). In appearance, Lear seems appropriately aware and comfortable with his
inevitable death, and his actions seem reasonably aligned with established practices of preparing
for death that early modern audiences would have recognized. However, a closer analysis of how
Lear composes this speech reveals that Lear’s initial acceptance of death is a sham, and the
arrangements made in this pseudo-will at the beginning of the play are woefully inadequate.
More than his rejection of Cordelia, more than his pride, it is his essential neglect in the face of
futurity that condemns Lear. The tragedy of King Lear rests in this failed will.
To understand Lear’s failure, we must first understand the presence of wills in early
modern England. In 1590, Henrie Swinburn published A Brief Treatise of Testaments and Last
Wills, which through subsequent editions remained in print for over 200 years, and the purpose
of which was to outline the laws and customs related to will-making in England. For the most
part, Swinburn defines a last testament as “a just sentence of our will; touching what we would
have done after our death,” he similarly defines last wills as “a lawful disposing of that which
any would have done after death.” This definition exposes that same impulse found in execution
narratives, namely the desire to shape one’s death while one is still alive. Wills are particularly
interesting because they require that their creators envision the actions they would have carried
out after death, were that possible. Wills are also significant because they often represent the
final actions of the deceased—it is the last thing they are able to ensure before they die and must
give themselves over to their fate.
However, it is important to note, that at least in theory, Lear does not violate Swinburn’s
advice. In fact, Swinburn devotes an entire section to the rights of Kings in the division of their
lands and kingdoms. Swinburn states, “It may seeme lawful for a king by his testament, to make
his heir whomsoever he shall thinke good, or to leave his kingdome to whome hee will, both by
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gods lawe and mans lawe.” He further clarifies that there are many debates concerning the power
of the King to divide his land from his lawful heirs, and ends that section with a chilling
admission that his words will have little efficacy in the conflict between royals:
But also for that this princelie controversie, as it hath seldom received ordinarie trial
heretofore . . . verie likelie it is to bee urged with more violent arguments and sharpe
syllogisms, then by the unbloodied blowes of bare words, or the weake weapons of
instruments made of paper and parchment . . . and in the end to be decided and ruled by
the dead stroke of uncivill martial cannons, rather then by anie rule of the civill or cannon
law.
In this closing statement, Swinburn outlines the dangerous consequences of royal wills, and how
more often than not, the situation devolves into bloody violence rather than being settled civilly.
We see this violent progression in King Lear, wherein the legal actions Lear proposed to avoid
“further strife” merely set the stage for his destruction. According to Swinburn’s description of
the matter, it seems like Lear’s doom would have been largely anticipated by an English
audience acquainted with the bloodshed that follows royal will-making.
Lear’s decision to divide his kingdom acts as the inciting incident for the play, and in that
moment he actually violates many basic elements of will-making. I argue it is these violations
that lead to the tragedy of the play. In general, sixteenth-century English wills can be divided
into four distinct movements: 1. The assurance of a sound mind and ideally a sound body, though
some room is given to sickness that does not impede the mind; 2. Bequeathing the soul unto
God; 3. Bequeathing the body to its final resting place; 4. Bequeathing of land or property.12

12

While there is some deviation, this is the typical formula. In fact, considering a pool of about 50 sixteenth-century
wills from the Langham area of England, we see nearly the same wording beginning the majority of wills. Looking
at the will of John Freeman, who died in 1559, we can see the formula play out exactly: “I john ffreman of Lanham
in the countie of Rutland beinge in good mynd and perfect remembrance make my last will and testament in maner
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Though there are deviations from this structure, most wills of the time follow this formula, and
Lear manages to trespass against each of these points by the play’s conclusion. The soundness of
Lear’s mind and body is tenuous at the beginning of the play, and then becomes outright
madness before its conclusion. He attempts to treat his daughters like property and then suffers
when they move against his will (in both senses of the word). But perhaps the most damning
mistake he makes, and one which becomes symbolized by the macabre line of corpses on stage
at the closing of the play, is that he does not make any moves to prepare his body or soul for
death. By inadequately preparing for death, Lear’s play ends with a stack of corpses and an
uncertain future for the kingdom.
By returning to Lear’s first speech in the play, the one that starts the whole mess, we
come to see that the rhetoric he uses, while outwardly conforming to the ideals of death
preparation, exposes a nature selfishly focused on present concerns. Swinburn mentions
specifically that wills were not to come into force until the testator is dead, yet Lear attempts to
reap the benefits of a will while he is still alive. Perhaps the greatest flaw in Lear’s character that
becomes apparent through the analysis of this speech is his selfish negligence of important
issues. Lear is exposed as an irresponsible leader, and his kingdom suffers because of his
negligence at this particular moment. Throughout the speech, Lear presents the veneer of a
responsible ruler, specifically one who is concerned for the future of his country. However his
repetition of the word “now” between lines 44 and 49 reveals his true fixation is only on the
present. In fact he has a distinct aversion to dwelling on the future. In line 40, Lear states that his

and form foloweinge ffirst I bequeath my sowle to almighty god and to all the holy companye in heaven and my
bodie to be buried in the church of peter & paul in Langham aforesaid.” This statement, or one which closely
resembles it, prefaces most wills, although some cases have the bequeathing of the soul and body actually act as the
first item in the list of wills. Note that all cited wills are sourced from Langham in Rutland: 16th Century Wills &
Administration, a collection of transcribed wills edited by Mike Frisby.
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intention is to “unburdened crawl toward death,” and on first reading this appears to represent a
personality resigned to the prospect of death; however, its placement in the line, and the
following non-sequitur shows his discomfort considering true futurity. The sentence ends right in
the middle of line 40; for a consideration of death, a figure that represents an ending, it is odd
that the sentiment is not allowed to complete a line of its own (1.1.40). Immediately after the
sentence ends, in the same line, Lear turns to address Albany and Cornwall—it quite literally
illustrates Lear turning away from the concept of death. He brings up the concept in order to
quickly pass it over and then move onto his next point, which weakens the image of his fortitude
in the face of death. Enjambment characterizes Lear’s first speech; in fact, it is rare that clauses
or sentences complete lines, revealing Lear’s avoidance of finality. The organization of Lear’s
thoughts and how he structures his lines exposes a type of willful negligence in which he avoids
giving important concepts his full attention. Wills are meant to force the individual to truly
consider their final end, and with knowledge of their own mortality choose the words and actions
they deem the most important to be carried out when they finally depart this life. Lear’s will is
one which ignores truly thinking about one’s own mortality, and therefore his intentions are
marred by this negligence.
The selfish nature of Lear’s will becomes apparent, when one considers that his will is
entirely conditional. One of the ideals of a righteous will in the early modern period, is that it is
meant to be charitable, but Lear’s will ignores charity in favor of competition.13 When he tries to
legally divide up his property among his daughters, it becomes harshly apparent that it is not the
13

This ideal is culminates most clearly in a 1696 publication, written by William Assheton, that lists the five criteria
for making a proper will: I. Make your Will in your Health. II. Make a Christian Will. III. Make a Prudent Will. IV.
Make a Just Will. V. Make a Charitable Will. We see these ideals reflected in the will-making of the time. Many
wills divided property among family and friends, but wills would also include items or money donated to the public
works. Such is the case with William Beeson of Langham, who died in 1557, who took the first portion of his will to
bequeath money to the repairing of the church and the next to money to be given to the poor. Nicholas Watson, who
died in 1572 in the same area, dedicated a portion of his money to repairing the bells and bridges of the town.
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land that is being valued, and in fact the entire proceeding at the beginning of the play stands as a
way for Lear to assess the property value of his daughters. It is an objectification that is hinted at
with Cordelia’s banishment, and one which becomes starkly exposed in the parallel scene of the
mock trial when Goneril and Regan are literally replaced with objects—a direction which
highlights Lear’s perversion of will practices—the lawful beginning revealed to be nothing more
than a sham. The veneer of civility quickly becomes discarded and Lear’s “darker purpose” as he
terms it, becomes insidiously exposed when he asks his daughters to prove their devotion with
impassioned speeches (1.1.35). The beginning scene is not about dividing the land, but rather it
is Lear’s design to price out his three daughters—they are treated as property he must manage.
This motivation becomes clear when Lear rejects Cordelia for not bowing to his whims—she
becomes her own dowry, by rejecting the price Lear would impose on her. We see Cordelia’s
understanding, and rejecting, of the objectification when she says goodbye to her sisters: “The
jewels of our father, with washed eyes / Cordelia leaves you” (1.1.270). By calling her sisters
“jewels” she criticizes their willingness to play the part of objects, it is an objectivity she knows
her sisters cannot and will not uphold.
Lear’s delusions about objects become clear when he arranges an illusory trial for
Goneril and Regan at the height of his madness. Only in the quarto version, in act 3, scene 6,
Lear sets up a trial for Goneril and Regan, and it is implied that he uses objects on the stage to
stand in for his two daughters. This impression comes when the Fool apologizes for mistaking
Goneril for “a joint-stool” (3.6.51). The scene itself is cause for much debate: since it only
appears in the quarto, an adaptor must decide whether to include it in the staging or leave it out.
Many argue that it is an effective dramatic scene, while others argue that it throws off the pacing
of the play. However, I argue that it is significant for the way it characterizes Lear’s ability to
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understand his daughters. It shows that the only way he can effectively communicate with them
is when he addresses them in object form. The way this scene echoes the legal proceedings at the
beginning of the play helps the audience understand exactly where Lear went wrong. The
mistake that started this play is one in which Lear attempted to control his daughters as property,
instead of charitably trying to provide for them, as wills were meant to do. The tragedy that
befalls Lear stems from his inability to accept his daughters in their subjectivity, as full human
beings with a will of their own, this nuance remains more obscure without the parallel of the mad
trial in act 3.
As mentioned above, Lear’s initial misunderstanding of his property and his relationship
with his daughters is not the most egregious, nor the most tragic error in Lear’s will. Rather, the
truly grave problem is his failure to appropriately provide for his body and soul in anticipation of
his own death. King Lear is set in a vaguely pagan culture, so we cannot expect the same custom
of bequeathing the soul to God; however, despite Lear’s seeming acceptance of his death as
figured when he describes his “unburdened crawl towards death” in the first scene, we never see
Lear actually preparing himself for his time of death. Much later in the play, when Gloucester
attempts to kiss Lear’s hand, he responds, “Let me wipe it first, it smells of mortality” (4.6.129).
In this moment he is warning Gloucester against the smell of death on his hands. Once again, we
see Lear acknowledging his own death, and yet the impulse to wipe it away remains—Lear
embodies all the acknowledgment of death without the acceptance, and the acceptance is a key
part in making a satisfactory end.
We most clearly see this unsatisfactory end in the image of the corpses at the end of the
play. Lear’s final corpses are unique in that most of the deaths occur off-stage, and yet
Shakespeare provides specific stage instructions to make sure that Lear and the bodies of his
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three daughters are all present on stage in the finale. Scholars have debated the motivations
behind this direction, and I argue that the rhetoric of wills allows us to understand another facet
of this image. Wills were commonly used to help specify the burial of the body after death, with
will-writers often bequeathing their bodies to the churchyard of their choice. They would first
bequeath their soul to God, and then immediately bequeath their body to the Earth. Looking
ahead to the management of the body after death was an essential part of properly preparing for
death and creating a good end for the individual. Even as the Reformation abolished a lot of the
rituals and services meant to be applied to the dead, the one constant that remained was that the
body had to be taken care of. Both pre- and post-Reformation England held on to the cultural
belief in resurrection, therefore the proper maintenance of the body into the grave retained a lot
of cultural significance, even as the liturgical and funeral practices changed in the religious
upheaval. King Lear’s conclusion stands in clear defiance of this ideal. The bodies are left
exposed and unaccommodated—the ultimate failure of one man’s inadequacy in the face of
inevitable death.
The Monumental Body and Death
The image of the unaccommodated body gains additional significance when we consider
these corpses as representations of the monumental body of the state.14 The death of the monarch
was not merely the death of an individual, but also represented a rupture in the social order.
Sarah Tarlow explains that “when those at the top of the social pyramid died there were major
political implications…. The royal body was subject to great ritual elaboration which both
legitimated a line of succession and denied the break in continuity occasioned by an individual

14

This idea hearkening back to Kantorowicz’s theory of “the king’s two bodies,” wherein monarchs have their
physical bodies, but they also represent the body politic or the body of their kingdom.
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death” (114). In the case of royal deaths, the proper preparation for death, and the subsequent
management of the corpse were necessary to maintain social continuity.15 This is what is at stake
when Lear ignores his obligations to prepare for death, and when his body and the bodies of his
heirs are brought back on stage, it symbolizes the uncertain state of the kingdom. Potential
successors gather around the corpses, but the future strife that could have been avoided with
proper death preparations hangs ominously over the final moments of Lear’s tragedy.
In light of the value of the royal body, the variable success or failure of Lear and Hamlet
can be perfectly summed up in the treatment of their corpses at the end of their respective plays.
When Hamlet dies, his final actions are dedicated to preserving some sense of order for his
kingdom, he passes his support to Fortinbras, and is rewarded with an honorable procession to
take his corpse off stage. Fortinbras commands, “Bear Hamlet like a soldier to the stage, / For he
was likely, had he been put on, / To have proved most royal; and for his passage, / The soldier’s
music and the rite of war / Speak loudly for him” (5.2.370–374). In the end, Hamlet’s legacy is
secure in the mouth of his friend Horatio, and his body is cared for by Fortinbras and his people.
Hamlet, although technically a criminal who has faced his execution, is still a royal body, and in
the moment of death he attempts to provide for Denmark’s future. He considers his social body
in a way Lear does not upon his death. Hamlet makes specific moves to provide for the
community, and in this way constructs a much more satisfying death for both himself and his
kingdom.
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According to Peter Marshall, “There is now a considerable body of scholarship which has addressed the
significance of tombs for articulating messages about social order in Elizabethan and early Stuart England. We have
been taught to think about the structure and iconography of monuments as interlocking sets of systems for
perpetuating the ‘social body’ or ‘monumental body’ of the deceased” (287).
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Hamlet’s concern for the monumental body exposes his worthiness for being
memorialized. In early modern culture funerary monuments were used to memorialize the dead.
However, similarly to wills, the practice of creating funerary monuments encountered a major
shift in post-Reformation England. Previously, specific rites, prayers, and rituals were necessary
in order to lessen the departed individual’s suffering in purgatory, and funerary monuments,
were often dedicated to prayers to help the deceased. In a post-Reformation England the
motivation for monumentalization changed in a significant way. As alluded to above, “from the
Reformation onwards, the funeral ritual was stripped of any eschatological purposes, but simply
served to dispose of the corpse, with no direct theological significance attached” (Gittings 40).
However, in practice, the proper disposal of the corpse, and the proper way to honor the body of
the deceased still seemed to matter to the culture at large. Inscriptions lengthened during this
time period, and they were often dedicated to remembering the life of the departed individual,
instead of trying to fulfill specific rites for an individual’s salvation.16 Funerary monuments were
another practice that transformed to focus on the way a person’s death could be used to serve the
community. Peter Marshall remarks how funerals and the resulting monuments were “a
contribution to the idea of the community” (306). The individuals in the community were tasked
to erect these monuments as tributes to the dead, and then many used the monuments to learn
how to properly prepare themselves for death. Once again, we see funerary monuments raising
themselves up to be models for a community learning how to die.
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Marshall quotes both Ralph Houlbrooke and Nigel Llewellyn to explain the state of monuments at this time: “As
Ralph Houlbrooke has observed, ‘monuments were conventionally seen as tributes by the living to the memory of
the dead. In practice, however, many of them were set up by the people commemorated or in accordance with their
detailed instructions’; Nigel Llewellyn estimates that at least 30 per cent of monuments in this period were erected
in the lifetimes of their subjects” (302).

30
England during the early modern period had a poignant respect for the presence of death,
and there are many documents of the period that point to a culture attempting to reconcile
themselves with their inevitable end. There are many documents and genres from the period that
deal with the desire to gain some kind of sovereignty over death that allows oneself to prepare
for a “good death.” We also see a shift in the relationship between the living and the dead. To die
well in the early modern period one must construct a death that was both accepting of its finality,
but also attempted to use the last moments of life to serve the community. Whether that impulse
takes the form of criminal confessions on the scaffold, healthy individuals dictating legal actions
from beyond the grave, or funerary monuments dedicated to memorialization, those alive during
the early modern period were seized by a desire to control some aspect of their death while they
remained alive. Therefore the actions people take in their final moments, the way people interact
with the world and attempt to shape it before they enter the grave, reveals the impulses of a
culture learning how to die.
The genres that represent a culture interested in the preparations necessary to attain a
“good death” include, but are not limited to, the execution narratives, wills, and monuments we
have just discussed. These genres help us to understand how people handled death, and there is a
certain sense that conforming to the conventions of these genres would help the dying individual
achieve a satisfactory end. Following the Reformation less spiritual weight is put upon the
funeral and the corpse, once dead there is nothing more that can be done for the individual,
therefore proper preparations before death are essential to creating a “good end.” Therefore,
documents fixating on making one’s final living moments the most effective, gain significance.
An awareness of these documents provides an interesting cultural standard of death we can use
to evaluate the deaths of Shakespeare’s Hamlet and King Lear. Hamlet rises as a more successful
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death, while Lear’s death generates more uncertainty for his kingdom. Execution rhetoric allows
us to see how Hamlet achieves a more satisfying resolution, while the rhetoric of wills exposes
Lear’s failings. Culminating in their corpses, we are assured of Hamlet’s memory, and his
corpse, much like his kingdom, passes into secure hands. Lear, on the other hand, is left to
molder on the stage, next to the daughters he attempted to control with his improperly conceived
will. The security of memorialization does not descend to provide closure for Lear’s kingdom,
and that becomes the essential symbol of his failure to prepare for his own death.
These lenses of death preparation, executions, wills, and monuments allow us to
interpret these plays in a way that reflects the hypothetical eyes of their early modern audience.
Death is a multifaceted character in Shakespeare’s drama, but these primary documents from the
period give us specific perspectives on the culture’s perception of death at the time. Shakespeare
writes his plays during a period of social and spiritual upheaval, and the shifting attitudes
towards death represent just one of the ways that early modern society is grappling for meaning
in an epistemologically unstable world. Confronting death and using one’s final moments in life
to construct a meaningful end concerns the early modern mind, and we see this reflected in the
multitude of genres that focus on death and creating a satisfying end. Hamlet faces the same
concerns with accepting death that those on the scaffold communicate in their final moments.
Meanwhile, Lear dictates a will that at first glance seems to represent his willingness to prepare
himself and his kingdom for his death, but actually transgresses the ideals of wills as tools for
death preparation. The connection between these plays and the genres of death preparation are
rather apparent when you strip down the actions of the characters in these ways. Both characters
meet the same end, the universal end that is death, but by using the lenses of corresponding early
modern documents focusing on death preparation, we can see that these characters die with
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varying levels of satisfaction. Satisfaction in death is ultimately tied to monumentalization and
the idea that one’s death contributes to the community in a significant way while the soul moves
onto something more peaceful. Hamlet, the criminal brought to execution, manages to enact a
more satisfactory death because he not only has time to reconcile himself with his own end, but
he also succeeds in maintaining order within his kingdom. In contrast, Lear, the deceptively
reasonable king, is revealed to have avoided true preparation for death, and therefore his
kingdom is left in uncertainty. These lenses are not the solutions to these texts, but they do
provide distinctive readings we can use to evaluate the plays and consider how an audience can
accept the deaths of two of Shakespeare’s most tragic characters.
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